The purpose of this study was to compare the social skills of students with visual impairments with social skills of typically developing students. The study groups consisted of 64 students with visual impairments and 68 typically developing students from the first to fourth grade. The Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) Teacher Form was used to evaluate the social skills of both groups. The results of the study indicated that cooperation, assertiveness, and self-control sub-scale scores and overall social skills scores of the students with visual impairments were statistically lower than the typically developing peers. The results of the study also indicated that age, gender and degree of visual impairments (having low vision or severe visual impairments) had no effect on the social skills of students with visual impairments. Findings of this study were discussed and suggestions for further research and practice were provided.
INTRODUCTION
Childhood is a period of development which should be associated with positive relationships in a supportive environment. However, some children may lack positive life experiences and therefore may be unable to develop appropriate social skills (Ozdemir, 2013 ). Children's social skills have been studied extensively in the literature. Thus, a variety of definitions of social skills exist. Ladd (1999) defined social skills as behaviours that linked to peer acceptance, positive friendship experiences and other positive relationship based outcomes. Social skills were also defined as a range of behaviours that are essential to one-on-one social interaction between individuals (McGuire & Priestly, 1981 ).
An important concept related to students' social skills is social competence. Social skills and social competence are concepts which are very close to each other in regard to their meanings. However, both concepts are multidimensional and have different characteristics. According to Bacanli (1999) social skills and social competence symbolize different meanings. Social competence is a broader term when compared to social skills. Social competence is defined as the ability to function effectively across various social contexts (Dodge & Murphy, 1984) . While social skills comprise specific behaviours; social competence is a broader term which includes social skills. Therefore, while we regard an individual as a socially competent person, we give priority to the person's social skills observed across different settings and times.
Merrill and Gimbel (1998) stressed three key points in defining social skills. These key points are peer acceptance, behavioural validity and social validity. Peer acceptance, the first key point, describes social skills as a popularity index. According to this viewpoint, if a person is popular among his/her peer group, he/she is competent in social skills. Behavioural validity, the second key point, underlies some behavioural processes such as reinforcements and punishments. The last key point, social validity stresses behavioural outcomes of social skills in different social contexts.
In a review study, Caldarella and Merrell (1997) examined twenty-one studies that examine social skills of children and adolescents. As a result of the study analysis, researchers addressed social skills with five dimensions. These five dimensions were peer relationships skills, self-control skills, academic skills, adaptive skills, and assertive skills. It is important to note that these dimensions of social skills cover social, developmental and cognitive domains.
Being socially competent is important for a child's social adjustment but also for adult's social adjustment as well. In adulthood, adults are expected to display positive social skills. Ceylan (2009) states that adults who gained sufficient social skills during their childhood period tend to have positive relations with others, could work cooperatively, are responsible for the rights and emotions of others, ask for help when necessary, refuse activities they do not want to participate, and maintain their lives as successful and happy.
Exhibiting age appropriate social skills in various social contexts helps people play an effective role and interact with others in effectively. If a person displays difficulties in exhibiting appropriate social skills, one may think that he/she displays social skills deficits. Strain and Odom (1986) divided social skills difficulties into two categories. The first category is social skills deficits and the other is performance deficits. If a person does not know how to display appropriate social skills in a social context, it could be called as a skill deficit. However, if one does know how to exhibit appropriate social skills but does not perform the skills consistently, this problem is considered as a performance deficit.
Social skills deficits may depend on age, gender and SES. Another factor that may contribute to social skills deficits is having a disability (Ozdemir, 2010) . Many studies showed that children with special needs display social skills deficits (Buhrow et al., 1999; Sucuoglu & Ozukcu, 2005) . One of the special need populations that is at risk for social difficulties is children with visual impairments. Bandura (1986) , a pioneer in the field, states that learning a new behaviour is a based on observing others, modelling and imitating observed behaviours. Students with visual impairments have limited observation skills (Raver, 1984) , recognize less social reinforcements, and have limited imitation skills due to visual impairments. When compared to typically developing peers, individuals with visual impairments may display limited social skills because of receiving limited visual cues in regard to a social context (Farkas, Sherick, Matson, & Loebig, 1981) . Furthermore, students with visual impairments tend to be more passive when they are expected to display appropriate social skills (Harrell & Strauss, 1986) . As a result, they may exposure to peer rejection and minimal peer support (McAlpine & Moore, 1995) , exhibit verbal and non-verbal social skills deficits, need external support to interact with others (D´Allura, 2002) , and display some isolated behaviour patterns (Buhrow et.al., 1998) .
Researchers that examine the social skills of individuals with visual impairments in Turkey are very few. In general, studies that are conducted in Turkey indicated that social skills competencies of students with visual impairments were lower than their typically developing peers (Ozdemir, 2009; Ozdemir & Ataman, 2010; Ozdemir et al., 2011; Ozkubat & Ozdemir, 2012) .
It is important to build the evidence base on designing effective interventions to address social needs of students with visual impairments in Turkey. Thus, studies that critically examine social skills needs of students with visual impairments with their peers are needed. As mentioned above, although there have been few important studies conducted in Turkey there should be more studies that lead to a better understanding for both researchers and professionals. In this study, authors attempted to contribute to the literature through examining and comparing social skills of students with and without visual impairments who are attending primary schools.
The purpose of this study was to compare the social skills of students with visual impairments with typically developing peers. The research questions of this study are:
1. Do social skills of students with visual impairments differ from their typically developing peers' social skills?
2. Do social skills of students with visual impairments differ in regard to students' grade levels?
3. Do social skills of students with visual impairments differ in regard to students' ages?
4. Do social skills of students with visual impairments differ in regard to students' genders?
5. Do social skills of students with visual impairments differ in regard to the degree of students' visual impairments?
METHOD
A descriptive method was used in this study to compare the social skills of students with visual impairments and their typically developing peers. The Social Skills Rating Scale (SSRS) Teacher Form in Turkish (Gresham & Elliot, 1990; Sucuoğlu & Ozokcu, 2005 ) and a Personal Information Form were used to collect the study data. Data obtained from the SSRS Teacher form in Turkish and the Personal Information Form was analyzed. Initially, a reliability analysis was conducted for the Social Skills Scale that was used in this study and its subtests. After reliability analysis had showed that the Social Skills Scale and its subtests had been a reliable instrument to use in this study, statistical analysis was conducted. A Kolmogorov-Smirnov normality test was conducted for the Social Skills Scale and its subtest. Nonparametric tests were used as the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test did not support normality assumption. A Mann Whitney U test was used to analyse whether there was significant difference between two independent groups. The Kruskal Wallis test was also used to analyse whether there was a significant difference between more than two independent groups.
Participants
The participants of this study were a total of 132 students, 64 students with visual impairments and 68 typically developing peers. The participants' ages ranged from 7 to 11 in both groups. All participants attended to primary schools in Ankara, capital city of Turkey.
In this study, there were two research groups. The first research group consisted 64 students with visual impairments and the second research group consisted 68 typically developing students. The distribution of the participants by age, gender, grade levels was shown on Table 1 . The distribution of students with visual impairments by the degree of their visual impairments, having severe visual impairments or low vision, were also showed in Table 2 . Table 1 shows the distribution of the participants by age, gender and grade levels in both groups. All participants were between the ages of 7 and 11. Visually impaired group consisted 64 children and typically developing group consisted 68 children. There were 28 females, 36 male students in the visually impaired group and 33 female, 35 male students in the typically developing group. The mean age of visually impaired group was 9,16 ± 1,3. The mean age of typically developing group was 8,54 ± 1,165. 
Procedure
Teachers and school administrators from public elementary schools were contacted through field visits for the recruitment of the participant students. A permission letter, an official document, obtained from the Republic of Turkey Ministry of National Education were provided to the teachers and school administrators.
Teachers were informed that they could participate in this study if they are volunteer.
Research procedure was clearly explained to both teachers and school administrators. When they had questions related to the study, the researchers answered their questions. Meetings with the teachers were arranged to make the research procedure clear. In this meetings, the Social Skills Rating Scale and its use were presented by the authors. A random sampling technique was employed for the selection of the sample group of typically developing children. Teachers of typically developing students selected participants randomly from their student lists. Teachers of students with visual impairments who work in schools for students with visual impairments filled the Social Skills Rating Scale for all of their students except children with a second disability. After teachers of both groups filled the scales, researchers checked the scales. Scales which erroneously had been filled were omitted and a total of 132 participants' data were analysed in the study.
Data Collection Instruments
In this study, the Social Skills Rating Scale and a Personal Information Form were used to collect data. The Social Skills Rating Scale and the Personal Information Form were filled by the teachers of both groups for every participant.
Social Skills Rating Scale
The Social Skills Rating Scale Teacher Form is an instrument which is developed by Gresham and Elliot (1990) in order to obtain data from teachers about their 6 to 11 aged students' social skills, problem behaviours and academic competence. Social Skills Rating Scale Teacher Form (Gresham and Elliot, 1990) includes Social Skills Scale, Problem Behaviour Scale and Academic Competency Scale. In this study Social Skills Scale Teacher Form (Gresham and Elliot, 1990 ) was used to obtain data from teachers regarding their students' social skills.
The Social Skills Rating Scale was translated into Turkish by Sucuoglu and Ozokcu (2005) . The Social Skills Rating Scale were applied to 53 mainstream and 560 typically developing children in the original reliability and validity study. Sucuoglu and Ozokcu (2005) established the reliability and validity of the Turkish Form in the study. In the study, the reliability of the scale was tested by calculating Cronbach alpha coefficients. Cronbach alpha coefficient was calculated to be .96 in Social Skills Scale. .96 Cronbach alpha coefficient indicates that Social Skill Scale is a reliable instrument to use.
The Social Skills Scale which was used in the study includes 30 items. The frequency of each item was described on a 3-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never or rarely), to 1 (often) and to 2 (very often). Higher scores indicate greater social skills related to the item. The importance of the item in school success is described on another 3 point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not important), to 1 (important) and to 2 (critical). There are three sub-scales in Social Skills Scale. These sub-scales are cooperation scale, assertiveness scale and self-control scale. 
Personal Information Form

RESULTS
Reliability Results Of Social Skills Scale And The Sub-Scales Of Social Skills Scale
Reliability results of Social Skills Scale and the sub-scales of Social Skills Scale were shown in Table 3 . Reliability analysis for the Social Skills Scale and its sub-scales was conducted using Cronbach alpha coefficient Table 3 shows that reliability analysis indicated that the Social Skills Scale (α=0,947) and assertiveness subscale (α=0.913), cooperation sub-scale (α=0.892) and self-control sub-scale (α=0.820) which were the sub-scales of the Social Skills Scale were highly reliable.
Do Social Skills Of Students With Visual Impairments Differ From Their Typically Developing Peers?
The Social Skills Scale scores of students with visual impairments were compared to their typically developing peers. A Mann Whitney U test was used to examine the differences between students with visual impairments and typically developing peers. The results were shown in Table 4 . Table 4 . Comparison of the social skills of students with visual impairments and typically developing students. Table 4 shows that assertiveness (p<0.001), cooperation (p<0.001), self-control (p<0.001), and overall social skills (p<0.001) scores of children with visual impairments were significantly lower than their typically developing peers' scores.
Scale and Subscales
Groups
Do Social Skills Of Students With Visual Impairments Differ Significantly In Regard To Their Grade Levels?
Social skills of students with visual impairments were examined based on their current grade levels. A Kruskal Wallis Test was used to compare the social skills of students based on their grade levels. The results were shown in Table 5 . Table 5 shows that assertiveness and overall social skills scores of students with visual impairments differed significantly based on their grade levels (p<0.05). Cooperation and self-control scores did not differ based on grade level (p>0.05). Assertiveness skills of students with visual impairments who attended the first grade are significantly more than students with visual impairments who attend the first and fourth grade. Overall social skills of the second grader students with visual impairments are significantly higher than social skill scores of children with visual impairments who attend the first grade.
Do Social Skills Of Students With Visual Impairments Differs Based On Students' Age?
Social skills of students with visual impairments were examined based on their age. A Kruskal Wallis Test was used to compare the social skills of students based on their age. The results were shown in Table 6 . Table 6 . Examination of social skills of students with visual impairments based on their age. Table 6 shows that assertiveness, cooperation and self-control skills and overall social skills scores did not differ based on ages of children with visual impairments (p>0.05).
Scale and subscales
Do Social Skills Of Students With Visual Impairments Differ Based On Students'' Gender?
Social skills of students with visual impairments were compared based on their gender. A Mann Whitney U test was used to compare the social skills of students based on their gender. The results were shown in Table 7 . Table 7 . Comparison of social skills of students with visual impairments based on their gender. Table 7 shows that the assertiveness, cooperation, self-control skills and overall social skills scores of students with visual impairments did not differ significantly based on their genders (p>0.05).
Scale and subscales
Do Social Skills Of Students With Visual Impairments Differ Based On The Degree Of Visual Impairments?
Social skills of students with visual impairments were compared based on the degree of visual impairments. A Mann Whitney U test was used to compare the social skills of students based on the degree of visual impairments. The results were shown in Table 8 . 
DISCUSSION
The main purpose of this study was to compare the social skills of students with visual impairments with typically developing peers. Study results showed that both social skills and sub-scale scores of students with visual impairments were significantly lower than their typically developing peers. Ozkubat and Ozdemir (2012) compared the social skills of students with visual impairments and typically developing peers. Results of the study showed that social skills of students with visual impairments were significantly lower than their typically developing peers' social skills. Other studies conducted in Turkey in regard to social skills of students with visual impairments also indicated that students with visual impairments have limited social skills when compared to their typically developing peers (Ozdemir, 2009; Ozdemir & Ataman, 2010; Ozdemir et al., 2011) . Current study findings in regard to the social skills of students with visual impairments are consistent with the other study results conducted in Turkey. Studies from different cultures that examine the social skills of students with visual impairments also indicated some differences between students with visual impairments and their peers (Buhrow et al., 1998) .
The findings of the current study indicated that social skills of students with visual impairments did not differ based on the participants' age or gender. Different findings have been found in the literature related to the age factor. While some studies showed students' social skills differed based on students' age (Gunes, 2008; Hocaoglu, 2009) , some studies showed that the age was not a significant factor in social skills development (Tuy, 1999) . Researchers discuss that in general when ages of students increase, their social skills increase as well. In contrast to these findings, Ozkubat and Ozdemir (2012) found that the age was not a significant factor in improving social skills of students with visual impairments. The findings of the current study indicate that the age was not a significant factor in social skills of students with visual impairments.
Another issue in examining social skills is participants' gender. Ozkubat and Ozdemir (2012) reported that social skills of female students with visual impairments were significantly higher than their male peers' social skills. Sucuoğlu and Ozokcu (2005) also found that female students with special needs had improved social skills than male students with special needs. When considering cultural and social roles related to different genders in Turkish culture, one may consider these results as a reflection of cultural norms and social roles expected from female students. On the other hand, some researchers found that gender was not a significant factor in social skills of students (Arslan, 2013; Aykir & Ciftci-Tekinarslan, 2012 ). In the current study, gender was found to have no significant effect on social skills of students with visual impairments as well.
Another factor which was explored in the study related to social skills of students with visual impairments was effects of the degree of visual impairments. While students with low vision use their sense of vision partially, students with severe visual impairments do not use sense of vision and depend on their sense of touch predominantly. It is possible to form a hypothesis that may argue that students with low vision would have higher social skills than students with severe visual impairments. Having sense of partial vision may affect social skills development positively. However, the current study findings showed that having low vision had no effect on social skills of students with visual impairments. The reason of this finding could be that students with visual impairments in the current study shared the same educational environment with their peers with severe visual impairments in a restricted school for students with visual impairments.
Overall results of the current study showed that children with visual impairments had lover social skills than their typically developing peers. Other studies conducted in Turkey reported similar results as well. The current study findings are important to suggest the social needs of students with visual impairments. This current study and the other similar studies are important in order to provide evidence base for the risk of social skills problems of students with visual impairments.
Recommendations For Future Research And Practice
The current study is an important study that indicates the social skills problems of students with visual impairments in Turkey. However, more comprehensive studies could be greater benefit to the field. Different data collection techniques to obtain social skills data of students with visual impairments can be used. For example, direct observations, parent and student interviews may be used to collect study data. In this study, the Social Skills Rating Scale Teacher Form was used to collect the data.
In the current study, a total of 132 students with visual impairments' social skills data were examined. Studies with larger participant groups may provide more comprehensive results.
The current study is also important for teachers and other professionals who work with students with visual impairments. The findings of the study stress the need for social skills interventions for students with visual impairments. Therefore, a national curriculum that guides teachers of students with visual impairments is needed.
Screening social skills problems of students with visual impairments as early as possible is also critical to intervene social problems as early as possible. In order to achieve this, regular screening protocols should be developed and used in schools. Screening for social skill problems may provide necessary information about the social skills needs of students with visual impairments.
